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Introduction 
Emily Potter and Stephen McKenzie 
Living on the driest inhabited continent on Earth, it is not surprising 
th2.t Australians are preoccupied with water. With tropical floods in 
the north and prolonged droughts down south, this is a country of 
extremes. For our farmers watching the dry earth crack below clear 
blue skies, or truck drivers cut off from southern markets by rising 
w2.ters, their vehicles piled high with ripening mangoes, it seems that, 
inevitably, there is either too little water or too much. 
Fresh Water: New Perspectives on Water in Australia appears at a 
time when the unpredictable nature of water in this country is a 
taJdng point like never before. Depleted reservoirs in highly popu-
la-:ed coastal areas have ensured that water is regularly a front-page 
item. Newspapers publish worrying reports on the 'drying out' of 
Australia, and callers on talkback radio swap water-saving tips or offer 
opinions on the latest government response to the issue. While televi-
sion morning shows run segments on 'what you can do' to combat the 
d:ought, politicians, scientists and historians publicly tussle over the 
fc..cts: is this the worst drought Australia has seen since colonisation? 
Is it the worst drought in a thousand years? Is it a sign of global 
warming? Or is it merely part of a 'natural' cycle? 
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In Australia, water management has been complicated byartifi-
cial state boundaries imposed upon the landscape. Prime Minister 
Howard's plan to refer control of the Murray-Darling Basin to the 
Federal Government is an attempt to overcome this, a move that raises 
new concerns even as it resolves others. How can water be distinguish-
ed from the land that adjoins it? Would the Federal Government's 
proposal effectively create a new territory within the nation? 
Water is a contested issue in Australia, not least when talk of 
drought on a national level is simultaneous with flash floods and 
swollen creeks in Sydney, Alice Springs and Townsville. This is an 
ambiguity both natural and cultural: in a country so prone to irregular 
rainfall, our economic reliance on water-dependent agricultural 
industries is significant. Moreover, the symbolic role of agriculture in 
Australian cultural mythology is strong. 'Battling the land' has become 
associated with virtue, a test of character and even-for settler 
Australians-the right to claim this land as home. 
The statistics, however, suggest that this self-image is no longer 
sustainable. As rainfall averages are decreasing, temperatures are 
rising across Australia. In 2006 the Murray River, one of our most 
iconic waterways, experienced its lowest river inflows on record. 
Scientists are beginning to speak of 'super droughts' and 'mega 
droughts' if the situation continues to deteriorate. Lakes and swamps 
are drying up, lands are beComing increaSingly saline. Satellites have 
mapped the net loss of 46 cubic km of fresh water across the continent 
over the last three years-enough water to fill Port Phillip Bay twice. l 
Domestic water prices are set to increase as is the cost of locally grown 
food, which will also affect Australian export markets. 
In drought-affected farming communities, incomes have dra-
matically fallen and debt levels have risen. In Some areas, growers 
have lost more than 50 per cent of their standard water allocation. 
Agricultural regions are experiencing alarming rates of mental health 
problems and resultant social stress. Although 75 per cent of the coun-
try's fresh water is consumed in rural Australia, both rural and urban 
dwellers are implicated in the current water crisis playing out across 
the nation. A kilogram of beef bought in the city can take as much as 
50,000 litres of water to produce. The provision of drought relief is a 
source of contention, with some scientists arguing that farmers should 
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be assisted to leave the land rather than to stay,2 yet Australians are 
also encouraged to consume locally grown produce. 
Fresh Water brings together a range of perspectives tha~ pai~t a 
complex picture of water in Australia. There are many ways m whIch 
Australians are 'caught up' with water, materially and cul~urall!, and 
there are many stories that narrate and fashion these relatlOnshlps. In 
its range of forms, water is a powerful imaginative, as much as phys-
ical, presence in this country, and it intersects, as the auth~rs de~on­
strate, with a range of other pressing issues facing Aus:ralian SOCIety, 
such as our sense of history, reconciliation, democratic governance, 
and the weakening of civil society. . 
The genesis of the book lies in a two-day workshop held m 
Adelaide in 2005, organised by members of the Hawke Resear~h 
Institute for Sustainable Societies at the University of South Aus.tralm, 
and supported by the Academy of the Social Sciences in Austr~m and 
the Academy of the Humanities. The event was held to conSIder the 
question of 'water justice': the possibility of ~eating .water justl~, and 
allocating this most precious of resources m a falr and eqUltable 
manner. The workshop sought to bring different knowledges to bear 
n the issue with scientific perspectives and social science research ~Oming into' conversation with the insights of cultural and political 
theory, visual arts and history. . 
Inevitably, this rich brew led to a broademng of our the~e. 
Although the concept of 'water justice' shadows this volume, ItS 
meaning is diffuse rather than fixed. Muecke in chapter 18 asks us to 
think about water justice as intimately entwined with other f?rms of 
justice. Indeed, as chapter 8 by Hattam, Rigney and Hemmmg and 
chapter 15 by Hemming, Rigney and Pearce show, the concer~~ of 
water justice can sometimes perpetuate forms of social and political 
injustice. Do our water crises stem just from. issues of ~esource alloca-
tion and management, or is there more to It than thIS? What. are the 
oL1.er themes that dominate in water discourse? In what ways IS w~ter 
understood and politicised in Australia today? Whose understandmg 
do we hear? How can we do things differently? 
At the heart of the book is the relationship between humans and 
water: the tensions born of an intimacy predicated on our. physical 
needs and a Western cultural history of environmental explOltation. 
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Rose's radical call for a new water ethos (chapter 1) illuminates 
this 'deathly' (to use her term) paradox. For Rose, the decline of 
Australia's river systems is the death of water beyond its material pres-
ence-it is the death of water in the human imagination, a forgetting 
of our own watery composition and a misunderstanding of water 'in 
its living complexity'. Rose's years of engagement with Indigenous 
con:munities are powerfully brought to bear on her challenge to non-
IndIgenous Australians to revalue water 'in all its manifestations'. 
The focus of our governments is, more often than not, on 
c~rent solutions to our water crisis-a combination of political expe-
dIency, cultural logic and the urgency of the situation. By contrast, 
from Fresh Water emerges the view that before we can change the 
~uture of water in this country, we need to return to the past. Alongside 
what can we do?' are the questions 'where did we go wrong?' and 
'what have we learnt?' 
Both Arthur (in chapter 5) and Mackinnon (in chapter 6) argue 
that the repeated failure of non -Indigenous Australians to learn from 
past mistakes underlies our environmental problems today. Despite 
n:ore th~n rn:o hundred years of colonisation and cross-cultural expe-
nences m thIS country, the unchanging attitudes of non-Indigenous 
Australians to the environment are disturbingly evident. As Mackinnon 
~ay~, we forget the past at our peril. But why do we insist on imagining 
mdlgenous waterways as European rivers, or imposing the four sea-
sons of the northern hemisphere on a continent of the south? 
The status of water in Australia, for several contributors, is tied to 
~revail~ng conceptions of non-Indigenous Australian identity, fash-
IOned m opposition to human and non-human 'others'. Giblett 
(chapter 3) parallels the negative associations of certain water-bodies 
in non-Indigenous Australian culture with non-Indigenous Australian 
attitudes towards Aboriginal culture; both have been perceived as 
strange and dangerous. Like Deborah Bird Rose, he considers that 
~ngagement with Indigenous ecological knowledge is the way forward 
If settler Australians are to understand themselves and their environ-
ments differently. 
Differing perspectives are offered on the participation of 
Indigenous Australians in the process of addressing the critical state 
of water. While McKay (chapter 7) sees the development of natural 
resource management regimes as a significant shift towards bringing 
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all views to the table of water negotiations, others disagre.e. v:reir 
(chapter 4) and Hattam, Rigney and Hemming (chapter 8) highlIght 
t'1e lack of consideration for Indigenous knowledges (and,. as a res~t, 
Indigenous futures) demonstrated by governments and mdustry m 
the management of water. Environmental loss and cultural loss are 
entwined for many Aboriginal communities. 
Other chapters explore the question of just whose knowledges 
count in decisions over water management in Australia. Lawrence and 
cumpston's discussion (in chapter 16) of their collaborative art work 
Weaving the Murray points to the Murray River as a failed attractor.fo~ 
democracy. The river, they write, is potentially a 'long commurnty , 
connecting geographically and culturally dispersed people. Yet at 
present, many voices-and the communities they, represent-find 
memselves excluded from decisions over the Murray s future. 
Syme and Nancarrow (chapter 11), Pepperdine (~hap.ter 14) and 
Cheney, Nheu and Vecellio (chapter 13) discuss the dlVers~ty of water 
stakeholders from the perspective of policy-makers. EnVIro~ental 
flows policy has meant that the environment itself is ~ow conSIdered 
a water stakeholder-but this arrangement has also mtroduced new 
tensions to the process of water policy development. There is not o~e 
community to be represented as a stakeholder but many, all With 
demands and needs to be met; in the current policy climate the often 
competing interests of water stakeholders ~e n~t necessarily recon-
il d H
urlimann's timely study of communIty attitudes to water recy-
c e . r 
cling (chapter 12) suggests that the sustainability of water po ICY on a 
social level is as crucial as it is on an environmental one. . 
Uncertainty and debate over water management practice~ are 
destined to become more and more pressing for future generatIOns. 
Environmental poliCY must be future-oriented-but ho,: do we speak 
for future water stakeholders? Some are already speaking for them-
selves, as cormack and Comber discover (chapter 10). Th~ir chapter 
on the Special Forever project explores the chang~g enVI.ronmental 
perceptions of school children in the Murray-Darlmg Basm ove~ ~en 
years. These children express despair for their rivers but also a VISIOn 
of collaboration between different groupS towards a common goal ~f 
eco-social well-being. collaborations of this kind, working for a dif-
ferent future, are not idealistic: indeed as Martin indicates in her 
reflections on working with Indigenous artist Trisha Carroll (chapter 
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9), they are already occurring, but with negotiation and sensitivity 
being an implicit part of the process. 
And what of the environment itself in the future we might 
imagine? Despite the daims of some environmentalists, according to 
Gell (chapter 2) and Cheney, Nheu and Vecellio (chapter 13), there can 
be no simple return to a pre-colonial environment. What is 'natural' is 
not at all straightforward. As Potter contends in her discussion of 
public space design and its eco-social possibilities (chapter 17), lived 
environments are cultural productions-they are crafted by the sto-
ries told about them. Yet agency does not lie with humans alone; 
equally, culture is informed by nature. 
This is a key point for both Potter and Muecke, and their chap-
ters conclude the volume with a reimagining of human/non-human 
relations that responds to Rose's call for a new water ethos. Muecke's 
challenging analysis of the fall-out from Hurricane Katrina (chapter 
18) demonstrates that the many injustices at play in this event were 
neither natural nor cultural-they were 'nature cultural', and required 
in response a 'coordinated effort between human and non-human 
agencies', a new government of nature culture arrangements. The 
failure of the United States Government in the wake of Katrina was, 
more broadly, the failure of a logic that denies the interconnectedness 
of all things. 
It is vital that Australia's water crisis not be isolated from global 
environmental concerns. As many of the contributors suggest, while 
our situation is particular, the local is always ecologically networked, 
in touch with regional and global forces. Indeed, Hurricane Katrina 
and the disasters of New Orleans remind us that water will always be 
bigger and more powerful than human design-an important coun-
terpoint to issues of management and control. It also demonstrates 
that the smallest raindrops, drizzle and mist are also potentially part 
of the largest cyclones and floods. 
Fresh Water hopes to awaken in readers a sense of awe-which 
can lead to action-at the magnitude and intricacies of our relation-
ships with water. We will enact what we also encourage: it is only by 
talking across differences, and incorporating a range of voices and 
perspectives, that we can hope to address Australia's chronic water 
concerns. Water is not just an issue for technology, for the market or 
government regulation. It is something with which all humans are 
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